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The Dwarf Who Remembered His Deep
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Along the rutted track a small wagon rolled softly, its black lacquered sides burning violet in the sun: bog oak, centuries steeped in the swamp’s dark mire, still remembered its deep. The carved wheels turned soundlessly, of their own accord, and in their wake, unburdened, a little donkey clip-clopped briskly along, thoroughly pleased that hauling this house on wheels was not his lot.

Occasionally a moss-mantled boulder, older than the forest itself, rose beside the road. Randagar would halt the wagon, lay his palm upon the stone, and stand motionless, eyes closed, until the little donkey began stamping its hoof with impatience. The dwarf had left his stronghold beneath the mountains at ten, and in all his years among softer lands, his hands had never unlearned stone. He, too, remembered his deep.

At the woodland fair, where the Cantars seldom lingered, Randagar needed to sell his wares. Dina and Dona tagged along, not to help, of course, but to amuse themselves. He did not argue: while the cousins circled above the square, drawing a crowd of delighted gawkers, he calmly laid out his creations. A cherrywood casket inlaid with garnets: dark-red stones smouldering in the wood like embers in ash. A boxwood comb with a carved crest: a flowering branch, each petal finer than a fingernail. A flute of bog oak, black and heavy, with a mouthpiece of silver-white wood and amber rings at the joints. Wood did not resist his hands: it sang. The neighbouring merchant stole a glance, then shut his stall in shame.

By the archway where the square emptied, two dwarves hauled a three-wheeled cart by its shafts. The fourth wheel was gone, the cart bed leaned hard to one side, and sacks of raw copper clanked and shifted, threatening to tumble out. The smaller dwarf bustled about, shifting his grip on the shaft and cursing without pause: the cart, the wheel, the copper, and the merchants who had spurned it. The second hauled in dogged silence, eyes fixed ahead.

Dina landed beside Randagar, flushed from the dance. She followed his gaze.

“Oh, little dwarves!” She nudged her sister with an elbow. “Look, they’re just as little as our Randagar... Ooh, they actually exist!”

“You goose, of course they exist. Randagar exists!” Dona shot back.

“But the Magpie Seeresses told me dwarves don’t exist.”

“You’re the one who doesn’t exist! Those merchants over there told me so!”

“No, you don’t exist!” Dina yanked her sister’s hair, tearing out a small tuft.

Randagar let them scuffle. He watched the second dwarf, the one who hauled in silence. Watched his hands on the shaft. Broad, with grime pressed into the skin like ink into old parchment. Hands like those of the smiths of Sen-Aklor. He left his cousins and crossed to the dwarves.

“Have you far to haul?”

The fussy dwarf with a ginger beard jutting in every direction stared at the stranger as though a roadside post had spoken.

“Twelve days,” he breathed through clenched teeth. “If the second wheel doesn’t fall off.”

“And where is your horse?”

The red-bearded dwarf clapped his companion on the shoulder:

“Here’s our horse! Aldrimbor, first courser of Mirvedeya! And I’m Bömbel, the second.”

Aldrimbor did not so much as turn. He only tightened his grip on the shaft.

“I would like to buy your copper,” said Randagar. “In exchange, I’ll fill your cart with provisions and fix it so it doesn’t fall apart on the road.”

Bömbel froze. The shaft slid sideways, the cart lurched, the copper clanked. Aldrimbor silently set about righting it.

“You’re from Istmundor?” Bömbel squinted. “What do you need raw copper for? You have your own mines.”

“I’m not from Istmundor. I come from far away. I need material for my work.”

Just then Dina dropped from the sky. She snatched a shapeless copper lump from a sack in the cart bed and shoved it under her sister’s nose.

“Randagar is buying dwarf droppings!”

Dona sniffed and recoiled with theatrical disgust. Both burst out laughing and shot upward, tossing the copper back and forth. Bömbel watched the Cantari girls fly away, his gaze a blend of sacred awe and stifled indignation.

“You know these lunatics?”

“Worse,” sighed Randagar, “I’m related to them.”

Aldrimbor turned at last. He surveyed Randagar from head to foot: the white silk shirt, the purple waistcoat, the hands without a single callus. His gaze lingered on the face. He was calculating something.

“You are a dwarven miraclist,” he said. Not asked.

Randagar was silent. He knew how truth sounds to those who do not believe in it.

“Get in the cart,” he said instead of answering. “Both of you.”

Bömbel backed away.

“Not a chance. I’m afraid of them!”

He glanced upward, where Randagar’s cousins tossed the copper lump back and forth, shrieking with delight. Aldrimbor was silent. He looked not at the Cantari girls but at the cart. Mirvedeya lay more than a hundred kilometres away. Given their circumstances, the journey was unbearable. No horse. No provisions. And at night the wolves were already howling.

“Get in,” he said, and climbed into the cart bed.

The cart glided into motion so smoothly that Bömbel did not realize at first they were moving. The old wheels groaned, as though they sensed they would soon be discarded. Ahead, where a horse should have been, the empty road stretched on. Bömbel gripped the side and tilted his head back: he felt calmer, though it helped only briefly. He turned and saw Randagar’s dark wagon floating through the air behind them. Soundless. Not touching the ground. Bömbel slowly turned back, pressed his head down into his shoulders, and resolved not to look around again.

In the Cantari camp, children chased each other through the air, tumbling and snatching at each other’s ankles high among the treetops. By the fire, three adults tore at goat cheese with their hands, arguing through full mouths. The cart halted. The wild folk stared at the dwarves: openly, shamelessly, the way children stare. Bömbel clambered over the side and set foot on the ground as though it might give way beneath him. Aldrimbor descended more steadily, but his hand stayed on the cart’s edge.

Randagar wasted no time. The air above the cart shuddered as though over a scorching road on a sweltering day. Topological strings vibrated, stretching the very fabric of space into a taut gravity sail. The copper rose and floated, heavy and weightless at once. The sacks lined up one after another and settled onto the heap of provisions.

Izimant appeared beside him as if he had been standing there all along. He kneaded the side of a sack with crooked fingers and asked with keen interest:

“Something tasty?”

“I wouldn’t try it, great-grandfather.”

“A pity, a pity,” Izimant cooed like a dove, instantly losing all interest.

Randagar snatched two sacks of rye rusks from the common stores and set them beside the cart: too early to load, first repairs. He circled the cart bed, touched the parched and cracked sides, crouched by a wheel. Then he crossed to his own wagon.

The wheels were a master’s pride. Hubs and spokes of springy oak, each spoke set with through-inlays of bog oak, dark as veins of black glass. A forged iron tire bound the rim.

Randagar ducked under his wagon. Bömbel crawled after him without asking why. The front wheels slid quietly off the axle. By themselves. Bömbel blinked. The rear wheels followed suit, as though they understood what was wanted. The wagon hung in the air for one long moment, then settled softly onto its belly, like a tired ox. Four wheels stood in a row on the grass, handsome as soldiers on parade.

Randagar flipped the dwarf cart onto its back. He stripped the old wheels and wrenched out the rotten axles. The iron axles from his own wagon slotted into their place. He fitted the wheels and set each one in motion with his palm. It spun. And it kept spinning: soundless and without wobble.

Then he flipped the cart upright. It stood level on the ground, solid, and somehow even seemed taller. Bömbel opened his mouth. Closed it. Opened it again.

“Those are... those are yours,” he managed.

“I don’t need them for now,” said Randagar, tossing the sacks of rusks into the cart bed. “I’ll move my belongings by air. I can craft new wheels in a couple of days.”

Aldrimbor walked to the cart. He touched a spoke. Ran his finger along the dark bog-oak inlay, along the smooth, silken cut no chisel could achieve. He crouched, peered under the bed, where the new axle sat in its housings as though the cart had been born with it. He straightened. He looked at Randagar for a long time.

He did not say thank you. Dwarves of his temper did not offer words of gratitude for things whose worth they understood better than the giver.

“Come with us to Mirvedeya, master,” said Aldrimbor.

Bömbel nodded eagerly. “Yes, yes! We have... we have...”

Randagar looked at the cart, standing true on his wheels. His father, finishing a piece of work, would lay a heavy, warm palm on his crown. He always gave his best. As a boy, Randagar had not understood why. Now he did.

“Very well.”
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The Acorn in the Granite
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Mirvedeya lay in the oak forest like an acorn struggling to root in granite. The palisade logs stood shoulder to shoulder, spikes out, not a crack between them. The gate had no ornament. Only rough-hewn wood and iron clamps. Dwarves build well. Even when hammering together their own coffin. Maybe especially then.

This winter or the next, they would die. Wolves, frost, some creature of the deep wood — it made no difference. One thing consoled: the hardships would end. Perhaps the next expedition would put down roots. Or perhaps they would grow wiser.

Bands of settlers left the underground strongholds like mushroom spores cast to the wind. Out of millions, only scattered handfuls ever took hold. Mirvedeya bore the worst affliction for a subterranean settlement: most of it lay on the surface.

Izimant willingly agreed to move camp to Mirvedeya, for the bustling little folk amused him endlessly. Setting off at dawn the next day, Randagar had the dwarves there by noon, a journey that was, by their reckoning, a monumental ordeal. They crawled along forest roads, spending half the day collecting berries and mushrooms, taking an age to light fires and bed down. By their standards, a few hours’ travel was nothing short of teleportation.

The cart creaked as Randagar eased it forward with the gravity sail; ahead, the palisade took aim at him with every spike. Quiet: no voices, no knocking. He eyed the logs with a fascination he could not help: well-made, fitted tongue and groove. Solid
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